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Fin-de-siecle Splendor: Repressed Modernities of Late Qing
Fiction, 1849-1911. By David Der-wei Wang. Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1997. 433 p. US$49.50 (cloth).
ISBN: 0-8047-2845-3.

David Der-wei Wang's latest monograph, Fin-de~siecle
Splendor: Repressed Modernities of Late Qing Fiction, 18491911, is undoubtedly a groundbreaking contribution to the fields
of late imperial and modern Chinese literature. Taking an
impressive array of late Qing novelistic genres as its subject,
including the depravity novel, chivalric and court-case fiction,
grotesque expose, and science fantasies, this book seeks to fill
a significant gap in Chinese studies in the West. Moreover, its
provocative theoretical claims have far-reaching implications.
Whereas scholars have generally accepted the May Fourth
Movement (1917-27) as the watershed that precipitated Chinese
literary modernity, Wang argues that the May Fourth agenda of
literary revolution in fact reduced “modernity” to a single formula,
modeled on nineteenth-century European realism. In contrast,
the late Qing period, which for Wang is marked at both ends by
the Taiping rebellion in 1849 and the fall of the Qing dynasty in
1911, teamed with diverse and innovative narrativizing and
publishing practices. Late Qing fiction, according to Wang, was
no less, if not more, imaginative and futuristic in orientation than
(post-) May Fourth works. Furthermore, major themes in late
Qing fiction anticipate the predom inant concerns with
nationhood and subjectivity in (post-) May Fourth literature. In a
m ovem ent that Wang characterizes as
“involution” （as opposed to “revolution”) an
incessant, forward movement that extends
and elaborates an inherited pattern rather
than claims to reject it completely (31) —late
Qing novels juggled, mimicked, and upset all
sorts of social values and genre distinctions
well before the advocacy of Western literary
models by elite intellectuals, first at the end
of the Qing, and later during the May Fourth
era. Wang maintains, llBy the time Yan Fu
and Liang Qichao proposed reforms along
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the lines of Japanese and Western novels (in 1897 and 1898,
respectively), Chinese fictional convention had shown every sign
of disintegrating and reinventing itself. The advent of various
foreign models compounded rather than initiated this complex
phenomenon; it thrust the late Qing practice of fiction into the
crosscultural and interlingual dialogue we know as modernity"
(4).
One senses the spirit of revisionist literary history in
Wang’s work, in that it constructs a genealogy of modernity that
counters mainstream (post) May Fourth literary historiography.
As Wang points out, the study of late Qing fiction was begun by
such key May Fourth figures as Lu Xun and Hu Shi, and their
denigrating proclamations on late Qing novels constitute an
imposing legacy that subsequent critics must reckon with (1415). In the judgment of May Fourth intellectuals as well as the
literary establishment of Communist China, late Qing novels are
frivolous, decadent, unrestrained in expression, and stupendous
in length. These were a corpus of writing deemed inadequate in
formal design and backward in ideology.
With spectacular interpretive powers, however, Wang is
able to re-read and explicate a wide range of late Qing novels in
terms of m im icry rather than mimesis, carnivalesque
grotesquerie rather than rationalistic realism, and restores in
these works a self-ironic stance with regard to the limits of
representation. Furthermore, Wang polemically links the late
Qing stylistics of hyperbole, parody and fragmentation to recent
sensibilities, and highlights aesthetic, sociological, and thematic
connections between late Qing novels and contemporary
Chinese fiction, particularly that since the late 1980s (chapter 6).
It is perhaps here that Wang's arguments show themselves to
be most daring and thus most vulnerable. The reader is tempted
to wonder, for example, to what extent Wang has read the
present into the past, or reworked the postmodern articulations
of simulacra, hybridity, and textual hedonism into a historical
moment that could not have consciously understood its own
literary practices in these terms. The figure of "repression" in
Wang's title, then, not only posits the presence of certain
modernities subsequently denied and erased, but also exposes
such modernities as ones that can be accessed only in
retrospective narration, as ghostly mnemonic traces whose very
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existence depends on the analyst's reconstruction and
elaboration.
To be sure, Wang is well aware of the ambiguity of his
interpretive effort. He claims, for example, that his work is
“anachronistic” and “subjunctive” in mood (22)_ The admission
does not necessarily discredit the efficacy of his readings,
however. Each generation of critics is engaged in a creative
enterprise with regard to previous literary and critical canons,
and anachronism may be the inevitable historical condition of
our understanding. Wang's reappraisal of late Qing literary
innovation is in line with the recent work done by other scholars,
such as Chen Pingyuan, Theodore Huters, Ren Fangqiu, to
name just a few (32, 34). And his specific analyses of the four
selected late Qing genres are invariably well-researched,
nuanced, and brilliantly-textured. One cannot but be intrigued by
and delight in Wang’s refreshing discussions, when he teases
out the politics of gender impersonation and the circuit of male
homoerotic desire in the classic about boy actors and their
patrons, A Precious Mirror for Judging Flowers (Pinhua baojian,
1849), or when he illuminates Quell the Bandits (Dangkouzhi,
1853)—a sequel to The Water Margin—as a chivalric science
fantasy, where an unruly imagination pries open the horizons of
technology and political authority.
Wang may be shuffling (what has hitherto been
considered) the premodern and the postmodern and making the
two mirror each other, but the practice is not likely to arouse
controversy if limited to juxtaposing works from different eras
and identifying them atic or stylistic com m onalities. The
comparisons appear problematic only when Wang suggests, for
example, that Yu Hua’s avant-garde novella One Kind of Reality
(Xianshi yizhong, 1988) "derives
late Qing antecedents
such as Li Boyuan's Living Hell {Huodiyu, 1906) (331). To
pursue this type of argument is to assert a causality difficult to
establish, and it detracts from Wang^ insight into the similarities
between past and present, which probably require more
complicated explanations.
Compared with Wang’s excellent Chinese essays on late
Qing fiction, published in his acclaimed collection Xiaoshuo
Zhongguo: wan Qing dao dangdai de Zhongwen xiaoshuo
[Narrating China: Chinese fiction from the late Qing to the
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contemporary era, 1993], Fin-de-siecle Splendor presents more
systematic and elaborate theoretical reflections on Chinese
literary modernization. The book raises the following questions,
however: Why the rhetorical emphasis on modernity? Why
remain enthralled by the word modern? And why the desire to
resignify the modern? Instead of adhering to one fixed
substantive de finition of the modern (as rationality,
enlightenment, critical realism, or any other major formulations
that have been circulating), Wang has sought to conceptualize
modernity simply as an energy of involutional innovation, that is,
a historically situated “repositioning” that writers enact in relation
to prior narratological and ideological conventions (35, 315). By
so doing, Wang reinscribes the positive valence of the signifier
“modern” and goes in search of modernity even as the specific
attribute of the modern is up for grabs (12, 21). His is then, after
all, a poetics that prizes difference over sameness, and ironic
mimicry over identical repetition. To the extent that Wang
foregrounds the originality always already underlying certain
types of replication and even deformation, it seems that much of
his critical impetus itself is not at variance with the May Fourth
agenda, whose preoccupation resides with change, progression,
and invention. In other words, even as Wang seeks to reassess
and affirm the splendor of the decadence of late Qing fiction, the
means by which he redeems decadence, in the end, is the
uncontested virtue of rejuvenation said to inhere in
decomposition and decay.
Tze-lan D. Sang

